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COMPOSITE (DIS)ORDER
Cultural Identity in Wieland^
Edgar Huntly, and
Arthur Gordon Pym
Jochen Achilles

St is a truism that the French and American revolutions
were intellectual as well as political events. In the
following half century, these revolutions uprooted ways
of thinking as well as traditional forms of social organization.
They led to new forms of government, and in America to a
new type of multicultural nation. They also led to aesthetic
manifestations of a deep-rooted disorientation, a consequence of
the loss of traditional value systems. If modernism is

f'"

the art consequent on the dis-establishing of communal
reality and conventional notions of causality, on the
destruction of traditional notions of the wholeness of
individual character, on the linguistic chaos that ensues
when public notions of language have been discredited
and when all realities have become subjective fictions,^
' Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane, "The Name and Nature of
Modernism," Modernism: 1890-1930, ed. Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane
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then such aesthetic manifestations of disorientation in the art of
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries may be called
early modernist. In America, Charles Brockden Brown and
Edgar Allan Poe are among those who sowed the seeds of this
early modernist aesthetic's fleurs du mal, which came into full
bloom only around the turn of the next century.^ It is the
contention of this essay that Brown's and Poe's early modernist
aesthetics grow out of their concern for specifically American
problems of cultural composition. These early modernist
aesthetics of fundamental disorientation in turn shape the
treatment of cultural identity in these fictions.
Both Brown and Poe are inspired by the European gothic
tradition, notably by its perhaps most stereotypical devices, the
doppelgdnger and the revenant, which underlie the characteriza
tion of central figures in some of their major works. In
Wieland (1798), Edgar Huntly (1799), and The Narrative of
Arthur Gordon Pym (1838), the inherent duality of this gothic
stereotyping develops into multiple textual structures that
highlight essential problems of individual as well as cultural
identity formation.
These dual or multiple structures become vehicles for the
highly ambivalent examination of various boundary issues such
as the relationship between the Old World and the New, white
and indigenous civilizations, culture and nature, a single
Americanness and ethnic diversity, enlightened rationalism and
instinctual drives. Through the diverse and disparate qualities
that they are capable of reconciling, or have to repress and
displace, Frank Carwin, Edgar Huntly, Clithero Edny, Arthur
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976), 19-55; 27.
^ Hagenbiichle's interpretation of Brown's fiction as the manifestation of a
specifically American epistemological crisis and Zanger's examination of
indeterminacy in Poe's Pym, for instance, confirm this view of Brown's and Poe's
proto-modernism. See Roland Hagenbiichle, "American Literature and the
Nineteenth-Century Crisis in Epistemology: The Example of Charles Brockden
Brown," Early American Literature 23 (1988): 121-51 and Jules Zanger, "Poe's
Endless Voyage: The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym," Papers on Language and
Literature 22 (1986): 276-83.
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Gordon Pym, and Dirk Peters, the main characters of these
fictions, develop into experiments of "cultural composition."
Both Brown and Poe bring the arsenal of traditional
European gothicism to bear on the American condition in the
period of the early Republic. The result is not necessarily the
moral conservatism that Leslie Fiedler once summarily
attributed to the American gothic in the wake of Brown.^ The
impact of the American scene also leads to the transformation
of an obsolescent European style into a discourse that challenges
what may be called "the forgotten Enlightenment" of
eighteenth-century America and paves the way for the
modernist transition "from a metaphysical to a relative
morality, from a univocal to a dialogic story of reality.'"'
This early modern transformation of a seemingly outdated
genre is effected by its interaction with an environment that
made it hard to overlook the inner conflicts of the cultural
ensemble: the issues raised by the interaction of different races
and by an untouched nature beyond the frontier. When
channelled by the dual or multiple textual structures taken over
from the European gothic tradition, the discussion of this
multivalence of the American scene breaks through the
encrusted stasis of the Enlightenment belief in culture as
determined forever by the power of reason. If culture is a
concept that "gestures toward what appear to be opposite
things: constraint and mobility,"^ its mobile aspect is fore
grounded by this early modern discourse.
These insights into cultural composition provided by
Brown's and Poe's fiction may at present be all the more
striking and topical when they are considered from a European
' See Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel, 2nd ed. (New York:
Stein & Day, 1966), 161.
•* David Brooks, "Modernism," inEncyclopedia of Literature and Criticism, ed.
Martin Coyle et al. (London: Routledge, 1990), 119-30; 126.
' Stephen Greenblatt, "Culture," in Critical Terms for Literary Study, ed. Frank
Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlin (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990),
225, 225-32.
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perspective, as they are here. At the end of the twentieth
century, Europe is experiencing processes of mass migration, the
breakdown of old value systems and world views, the necessity
to reconcile ethnic diversity and a common European cultural
identity. "What is new for Europe is the attempt to transform
this common cultural identity from a hazy abstraction into a
political principle powerful enough to organize social realities.
In their relative novelty for Europe, these phenomena are
comparable to similar problems faced by the United States since
the early modern period. This unfamiliar state of affairs may
be responsible for a particularly vital European interest in this
aspect of early American fiction. Ironically, what seems to be
happening here is almost a reversal of the use of European
models in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century American culture.
The difference is that the American model has become as valid
for contemporary Europe as the European models had become
inadequate for nineteenth-century America.
The definition of cultural identity and otherness in early
American fiction oscillates between two extremes, on the one
hand a willingness to integrate everything, which tends to
disregard the explosiveness of incompatibilities, and on the
other a puristic ideal of unadulterated sameness combined with
the irrational fear of otherness in whatever shape.^ I will try to
describe and analyze some of the ways in which Brown and Poe
try to steer clear of these extremes and yet sometimes incorpo
rate both in Wieland, Edgar Huntly, and Pym.
What may somewhat hamper the discussion of cultural
identity in these fictions is the fact that Brown's novels and, to
a lesser extent, also Poe's work foreground problems inherent
in the composition of individual rather than cultural identity.
' In the period of the early Republic, these conflicting attitudes emerge in a
considerable number of American works of fiction. Hiram DooUttle's description
of Templeton's conglomeration of architectural styles in Cooper's The Pioneers
(1823), for instance, illustrates the first of these alternatives. The alchemist
Aylmer's view of his wife's beauty in Hawthorne's "The Birth-mark" (1843)
illustrates the second alternative.
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In some respects, these texts do not entirely bridge the distance
between the formation of personal identity on the one hand
and of cultural identity on the other. The diverse ethnic,
moral, political, and religious positions that collide and are
compounded in Brown's and Poe's works have to be reconciled
psychically by their protagonists as different aspects of their
complex personalities—processes that are not always presented
entirely convincingly.
The grotesque and fantastic features of the main characters
of both Brown's and Poe's texts are caused by the incongruity
between their status as individuals and the processes of cultural
identity formation for which they are made to stand. Cultural
and individual identity formation are interrelated but not
identical. A society is made up of individuals but does not in
all respects function like an individual or, in Hegelian terms, as
a collective subject. The overdetermination of some of Brown's
and Poe's characters appears exaggerated and grotesque if these
characters are solely considered as realistically depicted human
beings. If they are viewed as displaced experiments in cultural
composition, these grotesque features assume new meaning.
They then seem to probe the psychological basis of cultural
conflicts and syntheses.

Ventriloquism and sleepwalking, the capacities which the
sensational plots of Wieland, the Memoirs of Carwin the
Biloquist (1803-5), and Edgar Huntly hinge upon, are devices
that also bridge the gap between southern and northern Europe,
Europe and America, consciousness and the unconscious, moral
probity and villainy, religious faith and agnosticism, appearance
and reality. Thus, they serve as a link between otherwise
categorically discrepant spheres.^ As much as they are part of
' For the sources and background of the mysterious phenomena in Wieland and
for a historical assessment of ventriloquism and somnambulism, see Harry R.
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Brown's endeavor to create gothic atmosphere, both ventrilo
quism and somnambulism also suggest a buried, only vaguely
recognizable, coherence and provide an often spurious
composite identity.
In creating Carwin, the enigmatic catalyst of the plot of
Wieland, Brown experiments with a wide variety of values and
defects that might go into the definition of a multicultural
identity. In the desire to make him all-encompassing. Brown
turns Carwin into a figure capable of straddling continents and
cultures, an overdetermined vessel that is associated with
murderous aggression and sexual libertinage as well as the
religious ethics of several denominations, rationalism as well as
superstition, saintliness as well as satanism. Carwin functions
as a kind of collective unconscious manipulating the actions of
the other characters in the novel. But he seems to play the
roles of id and superego at the same time.®
Warfel, "Charles Brockden Brown's German Sources," Modem Language Quarterly
1 (1940): 357-65; Donald A. Ringe, Charles Brockden Brown, (Boston: Twayne,
1991), 11-12; Alexander Cowie, "Historical Essay," in Charles Brockden Brown,
Wieland; or The Transformation. An American Tale with Memoirs of Carwin the
Biloquist, 1798/1803-5, ed. Sydney J. Krause et al. (Kent: Kent State Univenity
Press, 1977), 311-48; 325-7; Sydney J. Krause, "Ehstorical Essay," in Charles
Brockden Brown, Edgar Huntly; or Memoirs of a Sleep-Walker, 1799, ed. Sydney J.
Krause et al. (Kent: Kent State University Press, 1984), 295-400; 330-57.
' Frank Carwin is introduced as an ermobled version of the American farmer, an
agrarian ideal which harks back to Crevecoeur and foreshadows Thoreau. As we
learn from his Memoirs (247), he is a farmer's son from western Permsylvania,
guided by Godwinian rationalism. Henry Pleyel rememben Carwin also as a
Protestant Enghshman who has transformed himself entirely and convincingly into
a devout Spanish Catholic (67). In addition, he presents himself as a convinced
sensualist to Clara Wieland (90, 201) and is considered to be a convict escaped from
death row in Newgate prison, Dublin (129). In the final part of the novel, Carwin
turns into a kind of self-explaining supernatural (198-216). He reveals himself as
the source of all the seemingly inexphcable acoustic phenomena that disastrously
affect Clara Wieland's fate, with the possible exception of the voice that Theodore
Wieland mistakes for the divine command to slay his own family (225-6). If
Carwin is considered to be the source of this apparently heavenly voice, he adds
to his versatihty by playing God, too. This assumption would also imply the
theologically disturbing consideration that divine intervention may be nothing but
a confidence trick.
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The integration of all imaginable otherness in Carwin's
highly condensed character produces a deeply disturbing result.
In theory, he might be ideally qualified for "the scheme of
Utopian felicity," which he and his mentor Ludloe advocate in
his Memoirs-.
where the interest of the whole and of the individual
should be seen by all to be the same; where the public
good should be the scope of all activity; where the tasks
of all should be the same, and the means of subsistence
equally distributed.' (277)

Carwin's involvement in or ignorance of Wieland's murders has been a
controversial critical issue for a long time as .different passages in Brown's novel
seem to support either one of these contentions. Bernard Rosenthal, "The Voices
of Wieland," in Critical Essays on Charles Brockden Brown, ed. Bernard Rosenthal
(Boston: G. K. Hall, 1981), 104-25, argues for, Ringe (17-18) against Carwin's
involvement. Hagenbiichle considers the issue as tmclear and unclarifiable (125,
128). Beverly R. Voloshin sees Carwiu as the instrument rather than as the agent
of change in her article, "Wieland: 'Accounting for Appearances,'" New England
Quarterly 59 (1986): 341-57; 355. See also Alan Axelrod, Charles Brockden Brown:
An American Tale (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1983), 83; Cowie, 325;
Robert Hobson, "Voices of Carwin and Other Mysteries in Charles Brockden
Brown's Wieland," Early American Literature 10 (1975/76): 307-9; David Lyttle,
"The Case against Carwin," Nineteenth-Century Fiction 26 (1971): 257-69. Shirley
Samuels makes an interesting point in her essay, "Wieland: Alien and Infidel,"
Early American Literature 25 (1990): 46-66, when she analyzes Carwin as an alien
intruder who may portray nothing but the irmer contradictoriness of the American
family which in turn reflects political and religious threats to the new American
nation. Samuels's excellent analysis thus tmcovers some of the mechanisms that
govern the interpenetration of the psychological and the cultural sphere. On the
protean quality of Carwin's character, see also William Hedges, "Charles Brockden
Brown and the Culture of Contradictions," Early American Literature 9 (1974):
107-42; 121. On the importance of the family structure in Wieland, see Roberta
F. Weldon, "Charles Brockden Brown's Wieland-. A Family Tragedy," Studies in
Arnerican Fiction 12 (1984): 1-11.
' Page numbers in parentheses following quotations from or comments on Wieland
and Edgar Huntly refer to the respective volumes of the Bicentermial Edition of
Brown's works. For bibliographical details of this edition, see n7.
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The protean comprehensiveness of Carwin's personality seems
to match the universality of this cultural ideal. But Brown
demonstrates in Wieland that the price of such comprehensive
ness may be utter disorientation and moral anarchy. The
ultimate contamination of everything by everything else
represented by Carwin's multiple self proves to be incompatible
with the adherence to any one standard to the exclusion of
another. Such adherence might furnish direction and order but,
by ruling out some factors in favor of others, would also
necessarily produce otherness and thus provide a caveat to the
possibility of total integration. The absolute equilibrium of all
the partial claims whose orchestration results in individual or
social identity also leads to moral entropy and, therefore, to
anarchy. A minimum of hierarchical organization is necessary
to make both individual and cultural identity formation feasible.
This is the lesson to be learned from Carwin's chaotic
character.
In Wieland, Carwin's inability to develop a morally
meaningful psychic order out of the multicultural determinants
that go into the definition of his personality is at least partly
responsible for the erosion of the Wieland family's social order.
In Edgar Huntly Brown scrutinizes further this interdependence
of psychological and social identity formation. He splits up
Carwin's condensed hyper-comprehensiveness into the parallels
between the near-doubles Edgar Huntly and Clithero Edny.'°
The multivalent phenomenon of ventriloquism, which lends
expression to Carwin's complexity, is replaced by the binary
one of sleepwalking which is shared by Edgar and Clithero and
links their consciousness with the unconscious.
In a less sensational fashion than Carwin, Clithero Edny,
too, represents an experiment in a composite identity that
reconciles antagonistic social forces. What causes his downfall
For a discussion of the motif of the doubles in Edgar Huntly, see Krause,
"Historical Essay," 317-30; and Ringe, 86.
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is the domination of his actions by unconscious motives." It is
this uncontrollable dominance of the unconscious in Edgar
Huntly, most powerfully symbolized by the somnambulism of
the novel's central characters, which Brown depicts as the key
factor preventing a feasible composite order of the psyche and,
by extension, of society at large." In several instances. Brown
demonstrates how easily enlightened conduct is transformed
into anarchic violence. Clithero, for instance, reaches the
conclusion that it is justifiable and even advisable to murder his
benefactress, by a string of seemingly rational arguments that
only eventually reveal themselves as a camouflage of his
incurable insanity (82-3). Edgar Huntly undergoes a similarly
imperceptible transition from rationally motivated selfpreservation to senseless butchery when he kills his last Indian
more slowly than he finds justifiable in retrospect. With some
surprise at his own behavior, he begins to see in it a hint as to
the origin of all violence:
Such are the deeds which perverse nature compels
thousands of rational beings to perform and to witness!
" For the psychological implications of the oedipal crisis that is embedded in this
character constellation, see Hedges, 132.
^ Critics have repeatedly commented on the interrelation of the psychological and
the cultural dimension of Edgar Hundy. In his "Historical Essay," Krause draws
attention to both aspects (317, 385-6, 399). In his article, "Charting the Hidden
Landscape: Edgar Hundy," Early American Literature 16 (1981): 133-53, George
Toles interprets the novel's scenery as a landscape of the soul, its empirical reahty
as an exteriorization of psychological phenomena. In his essay "Edgar Huntly and
the American Nightmare," Studies in the Novel 13 (1981): 294-302, Sydney J.
Krause insists on the cultural signihcance of this inner world. He portrays Huntly
as the Faustian American hero who, like Wieland, Pym, Goodman Brown, and
others, has to grapple with the problem that evil can develop out of good
intentions. In his article "Desacralizing the American Gothic: An Iconographic
Approach to Edgar Huntly," Studies in American Fiction 14 (1986): 127-38, Dermis
Berthold makes the strongest argument in favor of the "specifically American
iconography" (130) of Edgar Huntly, whereas Beth L. Lueck, "Charles Brockden
Brown's Edgar Huntly. The Picmresque Traveler as Sleepwalker," Studies in
American Fiction 15 (1987): 25-42, tries not very convincingly to see in Huntly a
picturesque traveler transferred from Britain to American soil.
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Such is the spectacle, endlessly prolonged and diversified,
which is exhibited in every field of battle; of which, habit
and example, the temptations of gain, and the illusions of
honour, will make us, not reluctant or indifferent, but
zealous and delighted actors and beholders! (202)
In some episodes of Edgar Huntly, Brown seems to suggest that
a viable individual as well as cultural identity depends on
restoring unconscious motives to consciousness." In a truly
rationalist fashion, identity and harmonious interaction seem to
depend on the raising to a conscious level of all the implications
of a situation.
Brown's message seems to be an enlightenment version of
Freud's insight a century later that the ego can only become
master in his or her own house if the repressed returns, if the
picture is completed, if the component parts are open to
inspection in their entirety. And only the interaction of
individuals who have pieced together the jigsaw puzzle of their
own personalities can enter into a social intercourse that may
produce a viable cultural identity beyond the personal one. But
the power of the unconscious to obscure a situation is often
stronger than the power of reason to clarify it. Huntly
understands this in a dark moment when he muses on the
imponderability of his own and Clithero's sleepwalking: "How
little cognizance have men over the actions and motives of each
other! How total is our blindness with regard to our own
performances!" (278).
The episode involving the old Delaware woman, whom
Huntly significantly names Queen Mab after the fairy queen
who allegedly has power over men's unconscious wishes and
dreams, shows that intercultural coexistence can, at least
temporarily, also be based on the distortion and repression of
" This is the lesson to be learned, for instance, when Waldegrave's purloined letters
can be retrieved on the basis of the hypothesis that Huntly displaced them himself
during a bout of sleepwalking (259-60).
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aspects of identity (208-10). The seemingly peaceful coexistence
of the English farmers and the Indian woman depends on the
mutual disregard for and repression of important aspects of
their relationship. The whites have to overlook the justifiabi
lity of Queen Mab's position; she has to ignore her humiliation
at the hands of the people who give her sustenance. The often
noted speechlessness between the races in Edgar Huntly
obliquely indicates the void of unexpressed aggression that
erodes their relationship." So do the caverns undermining the
forest paths, chosen by Edgar Huntly and Clithero Edny when
they venture beyond the pale of white civilization. This void
is opened and the repressed aggression that really governs race
relations returns to the surface of consciousness when Queen
Mab is finally apprehended as the guide and accomplice of the
Indians who killed Edgar's friend Waldegrave. With respect to
the relationship between the races, the complete restoration of
consciousness and the composition of the picture in its entirety
reveal conflict instead of producing wholeness.
With regard to both individual and cultural identity, the
message of Brown's perhaps two most important works of
fiction remains ambivalent. As Wieland on the whole and
Carwin, the novel's most conspicuous character, in particular
demonstrate, comprehensiveness cannot guarantee wholeness.
It fails to provide standards of personal, social, and moral
organization. Edgar Huntly shows that an exclusively rational
approach to this problem falls short of integrating elements that
remain beyond its reach. Both an enlightened perspective and
the integration of as many facets as possible are necessary, but
not sufficient, conditions to make a composite culture work.
Laying bare the deficits that remain. Brown's fiction implies
an impasse. One of these deficits seems to lie in the need to
" The significance of the Queen Mab episode has found only scant critical
attention; see for instance Krause, "Historical Essay," 368-70. Berthold beUeves
that the silence of the Indians does not indicate Brown's lack of interest in them
but makes them "iconographic figures necessary to a convincing portrayal of the
American frontier" (133).
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define principles that ought to govern the process of social
composition. If it is left to regulate itself, it may produce a
monstrosity like Carwin. But a rational approach to the
implementation of such regulatory principles is marred by the
ever-present unconscious aspects of the human psyche whose
potentially chaotic effects are graphically described in Edgar
Huntly. Such chaos tends to subvert any consensus that might
be agreed on rationally.^' A minimum of subordination of some
elements to others, in particular the rational control of the
eruptions of the unconscious, emerge as indispensable require
ments that are shared by individual and cultural self-definition.^'

Poe's Pym explores the irritations and the violent destructiveness potentially created by social composition in a fashion that
recalls both Wieland and Edgar HundyF Dirk Peters, Pym's
sole and soul companion, is presented as a condensed character.
" Brown's criticism of the shortcomings of rationalism has been widely discussed
in recent years. In her article on Wieland and in "Edgar Huntly and the Coherence
of the Self," Early American Literature 23 (1988): 262-80, Beverly R. Voloshin has
analyzed Brown's subversion of the Lockean empiricist paradigm and of the
concomitant concept of a coherent self. Hagenbiichle considers this as an
expression of a wider epistemological crisis. In "'An Imperfect Tale': Interpretive
Accountability in Wieland," Studies in American Fiction 18 (1990): 41-54, Toni
O'Shaughnessy reinterprets this crisis as an interpretive one, affecting the authorreader-relationship.
" It is interesting to note that Brown uses two distinaive techniques in Wieland
and Edgar Huntly, respectively, to explore this deadlocked situation of two or more
antagonistic forces. Whereas he makes use of an interior duality (or multivalence),
a condensation of the main character, in Wieland, he employs exterior duality or
displacement in Edgar Huntly. Turning Edgar and Clithero into doubles does not
only add emphasis to the theme of Edgar Huntly, it also results in a displacement
or transfer of the potentially disastrous consequences of tmconscious action to
Clithero alone. Thus, the title figure can be spared and the novel remain
ambivalent instead of turning into tragedy.
" For a discussion of the relationship between Brown and Poe, see Axelrod, 182-3.
See also Bill Christophersen, "'Father of the American Novel': Brockden Brown
in the 80's," Western Humanities Review 39 (1985): 77-85; Cowie, 344-5; Ringe, 28.

Composite (Dis)Order

263

reminiscent of Carwin. In Poe's view, Peters's multi-ethnic
features and alliances seem to predispose him to become a
savior figure in what develops into a deadly interracial conflict.
Peters is lengthily described as a multicultural mixture. His
mother is a squaw of the Upsarokas Indians, his father a white
fur trader. His body is extremely stocky, strangely deformed
and of Herculean strength. His head is even more amazing. It
is
equally deformed, being of immense size, with an
indentation on the crown (like that on the head of most
negroes), and entirely bald. To conceal this latter
deficiency, which did not proceed from old age, he
usually wore a wig formed of any hair-like material which
presented itself—occasionally the skin of a Spanish dog or
American grizzly bear. At the time spoken of he had on
a portion of one of these bearskins; and it added no little
to the natural ferocity of his countenance, which betook
of the Upsaroka character.^' (1043)
This grotesque exterior, completed by his teeth which are
"exceedingly long and protruding, and never even partially
covered...by the lips" (1043-4), makes Peters occupy a middleground between a predatory and cannibalistic nature, white
civilization, and indigenous cultures—between beasts, whites,
blacks, and Indians. Although apparently a Native American,
Peters's condensed portmanteau-identity also embodies elements
of the two ethnic groups whose struggle with each other is
portrayed in the latter part of the novel, set on the black island
of Tsalal. These ethnic groups are represented by the white
South Sea explorers around Pym on the one hand and the black
people whom they seem to be unable to leave behind in their
" Page numbers in parentheses relating to Poe's texts refer to Edgar Allan Poe,
Poetry and Tales, ed. Patrick F. Quiim (New York: The Library of America,
1984).
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voyage south on the other. Like Melville's South American tale
"Benito Cereno" (1855), this intercultural encounter in the
Antarctic has been read as a displaced treatment of racial
conflict in the United States.^'
With a noticeable racial bias but also with considerable
foresight, Poe brings to light the barely repressed aggression and
explosive deceptiveness of interracial relations in this section of
Pym. In the disguise of an Antarctic travel book, he expresses
a warning of highly political import in the context of the
United States: If black people try to rebel against white
civilization, the empire will strike back, mutilate, and devour
them in its technological juggernaut. Poe also makes clear,
however, that this prospect is as unsettling for the whites as it
is for the blacks.
In Poe's Antarctic trial run of the development of the
American composite order, the relationship between savage
aggression and civilized repression is externalized, as it were, in
the conflict between the natives of Tsalal and the English and
American explorers, between whites and blacks. The aggressive
ness that is inadvertently and largely unconsciously building up
in their relationship is not only physically devastating to both
sides, once it is unleashed, it also implicitly negates their
respective concepts of identity and makes evident that the
formation of a composite cultural identity will also demand a
process of death and rebirth in the sense of the radical
reorganization of all the partial identities to be compounded.
" The first critic to read Pym as a voyage to the American South and to suggest
racist overtones was Harry Levin, The Power of Blackness: Hawthorne, Poe, Melville
(New York: Knopf, 1958), 120-3. The most recent interpretation of the tale as
a proslavery text is John Carlos Rowe's, "Poe, Antebellum Slavery, and Modem
Criticism," in Poe's Pym: Critical Explorations, ed. Richard Kopley (Durham:
Duke University Press, 1992), 117-38. See also Harold Beaver, "Introduction," in
Edgar AUan Poe, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym (Harmondsworth: Penguin
Books, 1975), 7-30; 14-15. David H. Hirsch, "'Postmodern' or Post-Auschwitz:
The Case of Poe," in Poe's Pym, even finds a premonition of Auschwitz and the
holocaust in the most violent scenes of Pym (141-50).
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The graphic scenes of interracial violence in Pym, which
affect the whites as well as the blacks, symbolically indicate the
radical nature of this process of rearrangement. The fragments
of white civilization from the explosion of the Jane Guy wreak
havoc among the black people of Tsalal (1161) and, on a more
symbolical level, destroy their concepts of humanity and social
order. But the ruse of the natives to bury the whites in a
ravine under an avalanche of mud and stones provides an image
that also implies a fundamental disorientation beyond physical
destruction. Pym experiences it as an unprecedented uprooting
of all his beliefs, only comparable to the Last Judgment (1152).
If anything, it is the multi-ethnicity of Dirk Peters that
counterbalances both this mass burial and the explosion of the
explorers' vessel. Peters retains and preserves the reconcilability
of divergent cultures, which seems to have gone up in flames
with the Jane Guy and to have been buried in the ravine with
the ship's crew. Unlike Carwin's condensation in Brown's
Wieland, the many-sidedness of Peters does not produce
anarchic confusion. As grotesquely as it is portrayed, his
composite identity appears as a redeeming force that may be
able to overcome dissension and strife. At the very end of Pym,
Peters, "the hybrid line-manager" (1051), re-emerges as the only
survivor, purportedly living in Illinois, a free state (1180). The
multi-ethnic condensation of his character remains as the
promise of an integrated composite identity.^"
Peters's role as mediator and savior gives a positive
connotation to his multicultural composite identity, which
contrasts with the destruction resulting from the intercultural
encounter of the black world of Tsalal and the white explorers.
But it has to be admitted that the text remains mute about the
I disagree with Rowe's argument that Peters is nothing but "Foe's fantasy of the
faithful and grateful servant" (130) and concur with Beaver who argues: "in the
triple theme of whiteskin, redskin and blackskin that this Narrative tmfolds, the
Indian half-caste alone can play the central role....In issues of life and death...this
is the middle or composite term between 'the blackness of darkness' (which is
Tsalal) and the beckoning transcendence of the Pole" (28).
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underlying causes of this difference. Peters's composite identity
is repeatedly mentioned but never analyzed. If it is a model of
cultural composition that could prevent a catastrophe like the
disastrous conflict between the natives of Tsalal and their white
guests (and, by extension, a remedy for racial conflicts
elsewhere), then the modes of such prevention remain in the
dark. The transfer between individual and cultural identity is
suggested but not effected in Pym.
This transfer is chiefly suggested by an essentially metaphysi
cal metaphorization. Rescuing Pym from intentionally letting
himself fall down a steep precipice (1170-1), Peters becomes
involved in the creation of an image of rebirth and resurrection
that gains metaphysical dimensions in the grand finale of the
novel, the dissolution of everything in universal whiteness near
the Pole (1179).^^ The trouble with this enigmatic vision of
whiteness and the superhuman shrouded figure visible in its
center is that it falls short of its promise of comprehensiveness.
It seems to whitewash, to supersede rather than to integrate, the
black world of Tsalal. Nu-Nu, the only survivor of this black
world whom Pym and Peters have brought with them in their
boat, falls ill and finally dies as the surrounding whiteness
Ringe compares Pym's and Edgar Huntly's series of symbolic deaths (78). Pee
seems to suggest here that only a universal rearrangement of properties and values,
a transition through complete destruction as it is depicted in "The Conversation
of Eiros and Charmion" and "A Descent into the Maelstroem," could produce a
truly comprehensive harmony.
The enigmatic white figure and the ending on the whole has elicited widely
divergent interpretations. Whereas J. Lasley Dameron, "Pym's Polar Episode:
Conclusion or Beginning?" in Poe's Pym, opts for the possibility of an empirical
explanation and thus for realism (33-43), Carol Peirce and Alexander G. Rose III,
"Poe's Reading of Myth: The White Vision of Arthur Gordon Pym" in Poe's Pym,
suggest a highly mythical Arthurian Grail quest (57-74). John T. Irwin, American
Hieroglyphics; The Symbol of the Egyptian Hieroglyphics in the American Renaissance
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983), 205, considers the white figure
to be Pym's own tmrecognized shadow. Douglas Robinson, American Apocalypses:
The Image of the End of the World in American Literature (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1985), 118, sees it as the shadow of Christ. Zanger
interprets the ending as being intentionally indeterminate.
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intensifies (1178-9). If this whiteness promises rebirth, it does
not seem to promise it for black Nu-Nu.

Compared to Brown's treatment of the theme of composite
identity in Wieland and Edgar Huntly, several new departures
are noticeable in Poe's fiction. Foe addresses the topic with a
markedly heightened intensity. This is most probably at least
partly due to the increased urgency that the racial question had
assumed between the end of the eighteenth century and the late
1830s. This increase in intensity is to a certain extent
contingent upon the depiction of both violent conflict and the
endeavor to achieve harmony as mass phenomena rather than
as individual ones. In Pym, Poe addresses the issue of cultural
identity as such and not by extension as Brown does in both
Wieland and Huntly. Whereas Brown employs ventriloquism
and sleepwalking in order to be able to depict unconscious
psychological processes, Poe makes repeated use of the
dynamism of death and rebirth for a similar purpose. It is again
Poe's narrative strategy that lends itself more easily to the
description of communal as well as individual developments.
Both writers make use of exterior duality or metonymic
techniques. The ambivalence as to the dominance of reason or
irrationality in Edgar Huntly is produced by the near-identity
of the curable title figure and his irretrievably insane double.
If Brown displaces the suggestion that rational control may be
unachievable to a double of his protagonist, Poe displaces the
problem of cultural identity as a whole. In Pym, the Symzonian Antarctic with its edenic promise (1050-51, 1079, 1116)
and its deep divisiveness turns into the double of America.
Both writers also employ the metaphoric technique of
condensation. Carwin and Dirk Peters condense disparate
qualities to an extent that defies credibility. Long before the
advent of modernism when these techniques become dominant
in aesthetic discourse, condensation and displacement.
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metaphorical and metonymical structures assume psychocultural significance in Brown's and Poe's proto-modern
fiction.^ Both Brown and Foe employ these structural devices
to create fantastic effects whose psychological and cultural
import coalesces, as these strategies channel the internalization
of multiple ethnic and cultural properties. They thus provide
instances of what John Higham has called "a universalizing
dimension in the symbolic order of a particular people.
Both Edgar Huntly's and Clithero Edny's somnambulism
raises the question of how eruptions of the unconscious, which
threaten individual as well as cultural identity, can be defused.
The same question resurfaces in Pym on the level of motiva
tional factors underlying ethnic strife. The question that Frank
Carwin and Dirk Peters can only answer by paying the price of
becoming grotesques is the reconciliation of the particular and
the general without a mere reduction of one pole to the other:
" In his Die Traumdeutung, Gesammelte Werke, 5th ed., (Frankfurt/Main: Fischer,
1973), 283-315, Sigmund Freud describes condensation and displacement as the
basic operations of dream-work. Roman Jakobson, "Two Aspects of Language and
Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances," in Fundamentals of Language, ed. Roman
Jakobson and Morris Halle, (The Hague: Mouton, 1956), 55-81, has first drawn
attention to the fact that these psychological terms are analogous to the basic
linguistic operations of selection and equivalence, metaphor and metonymy, a
distinction that is at the root of David Lodge's typology of modernism in his The
Modes of Modem Writing: Metaphor, Metonymy, and the Typology of Modem
Literature (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977). Jacques Lacan bases his thesis
of the linguistic nature of the unconscious on this analogy too. See Jacques Lacan,
"The Insistence of the Letter in the Unconscious," in Modem Criticism and Theory:
A Reader, ed. David Lodge (London: Longman, 1988), 80-106. Lacan has
interpreted Poe's "The Purloined Letter" in the light of this theory. His
contention has in turn led to a poststructurahst controversy involving Jacques
Derrida and others. See John P. MuUer and William J. Richardson, eds.. The
Purloined Poe: Lacan, Derrida, & Psychoanalytic Reading (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1988). The consequences of this debate for the
interpretation of Pym are discussed by Rowe (133-5). In Edgar Huntly,
Waldegrave's seemingly purloined letters and Mrs. Lorimer's writings, which are
hidden through Huntly's and CUthero's unconscious actions, fit into this pattern
equally well.
John Higham, "America in Person: The Evolution of National Symbols,"
Amerikastudien/American Studies 36 (1991): 473-93; 490.
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How can identity and otherness be harmonized? How can
inclusion be achieved without losing the specificity of what is
included? How can what is included remain what it is without
exploding what it has become part of? How can black Nu-Nu
stay alive and yet become part of the all-white redemption at
the end of Pym without turning white himself? Should Poe
have been asked to add some color to his final tableau? How
much color? So much that Nu-Nu and Pym would become
indistinguishable? So much that Pym would be compelled to lie
down in the boat and die instead of Nu-Nu? Is there a
checkered redemption? Do we all have to look as absurd as
Dirk Peters and to talk in as many confusing tongues as
Carwin? Raising such questions by the creation of precariously
overdetermined characters and their involvement in fantastic
plots, Brown at the very end of the eighteenth century and Poe
in the first half of the nineteenth attempt the fictional
exploration of a social as well as psychological terrain that is
still marked by many white spots on our maps of cultural
composition.^'^
Going back to these texts will not provide us with the
answers that we seek. But their aesthetically most questionable
features, the desperate insufficiency and the dreamlike quality of
their multivalent symbols, may remind us of the need to find
imaginative and emotional, as opposed to merely technical and
Contemporary historians, sociologists, and political scientists are still, or again,
discussing similar questions. Whereas Laurence Veysey suggested in "The 'New'
Social History in the Context of American Historical Writing," Reviews in
American History 7 (1979): 1-12, that the parts should have precedence over the
whole "because the parts are seen as the realities, the whole as an artificial
construction sustained by politicians and financiers" (5), Jack Citrin maintained in
"Language Politics and American Identity," The Public Interest 99 (1990): 96-109,
that our "destiny is a revitalized melting pot in which all elements—indigenous and
immigrant, majority and minority—intermingle to produce a new identity for all"
(109). On the interrelation between globalization and specificity in the
contemporary context, see also Stuart Hall's and Maureen Turim's essays in
Anthony D. King, ed.. Culture, Globalization and the World-System: Contemporary
Conditions for the Representation of Identity (London: Macmillan, 1991).
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political, solutions to the problem of social cohesion. Both
Brown and Poe thus make important contributions to the
creation of a symbolic vocabulary that helps express the most
elusive and yet formative factors in the development of
individual as well as cultural identity. They do so by trans
forming the obsolescent language of European gothicism into a
medium for the debate of decisive issues of early American
modernity, which seem to begin to coincide with equally
decisive issues of postmodern Europe.^'
" For the importance of narrative structures in the context of both individual and
cultural identity formation, see George C. Rosenwald and Richard L. Ochberg,
eds., Storied Lives: The Cultural Politics of Self-Understanding (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1992).

